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Surveillance, Islamophobia, and Sikh Bodies in the War on Terror​[1]​

Abstract

In the aftermath of 9/11 there has been a wave of intensified surveillance throughout Western democracies in the moral panic surrounding national security. This paper will explore the way in which Sikh bodies have become problematized against the backdrop of harsher profiling and policing measures directed at racialized populations. Based upon empirical data, including a series of semi-structured interviews with Sikh respondents carried out in Canada and the US, the paper will examine the experiences of Sikhs post-9/11 through critical race and postcolonial conceptual frameworks, as a way to understand the processes by which they have been governed and regulated in the landscape of an obsessive monitoring of ‘suspicious’ brown bodies. 
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Introduction

In The Remainders of Race, Ash Amin (2010) observes the intensification of racialization against the backdrop of the war on terror. In his analysis, Amin demonstrates the way in which the visibility of difference has come to consume Western societies in an attempt to govern and regulate racialized populations, he defines such a shift as being constitutive of the current movement in Western nation-states towards what he describes as, “the ‘racialization of everything’” (Amin 2010: 1). In his account, the ‘racialization of everything’ is described as, “the product of mutually reinforcing mischief between vernacular and biopolitical racism” (ibid).  This notion of the mischief between the vernacular and the biopolitical is suggestive of the framing of the Sikh experience during the time of the war on terror.​[2]​ 

The war on terror prompted increased surveillance across Western societies in the moral panic around ‘dangerous’ brown bodies (Bhattacharyya 2008: 1-18). In this context of hyper-vigilance and securitization racialized populations have experienced over a decade of harsh policing, profiling, and tracking across private and public spheres:​[3]​ from the monitoring of extremism in education (Thomas 2009: 282–291), to stop and search violations in urban spaces,​[4]​ and the interrogation of ‘suspicious’ brown men at airports (Singh 2013: 115-144), racially marked bodies have become key sites upon which surveillance is performed. Using critical race and postcolonial conceptual frameworks, this paper will explore the complex relationship between surveillance and its impact upon Sikhs in the aftermath of 9/11. Paying particular attention to the way in which the flying-while-brown phenomenon has affected visibly marked Sikhs, the paper will tease out the conceptual interconnections between vernacular racism and processes of racialization, and examine how these can be seen to entwine with the wider biopolitical logics of the racial state in its governing of racial populations more broadly. 

Drawing upon empirical data generated from a series of interviews with members from the Sikh community in Canada and the U.S, this paper will investigate the way in which Sikhs have become embroiled within national security discourses around the regulation of racialized populations. The exploration of Sikhs in Canada and the U.S is to provide a critical insight into the North American experience of Sikhs post-9/11. Both the U.S and Canada have seen a sharp increase of hate crimes waged against the Sikh population who have been ‘mistakenly’ targeted in racist attacks directed at Muslims,​[5]​ for example the first person to be killed in a ‘revenge attack’ following 9/11 was Balbir Singh Sodhi, a Sikh turbaned man in Arizona. Gunman Frank Roque ‘mistook’ Sodhi for an Arab Muslim. Furthermore 2012 saw the attack on a Gurdwara in Wisconsin in which a white gunman (who confused the Gurdwara for a mosque) opened fire at Sikhs while they were praying. In Canada, the Sikh community has also experienced attacks on their Gurdwara’s through acts of vandalism including racist graffiti,​[6]​ this paper as such is focused on the way in which Sikhs have been reconfigured in the North American space post-9/11, which can be seen as the catalyst for increased security throughout the West. 

Fundamentally, the paper is concerned with the experience of surveillance on Sikh bodies and aims to demonstrate the promiscuity of the surveillance impulse, which not only finds it difficult to distinguish between ‘terrorist’ and Muslim, but also between Muslim and non-Muslim. The paper sees surveillance not simply directed at one ethnicity, group, or faith, but rather as something that threatens to undermine society itself, in other words, I want to use the Sikh experience (as opposed to the Muslim experience) to argue for the transformation of subjectivities of subaltern populations as a result of their encounter with the leviathan of surveillance. What is at stake is not just the fate of Muslims or Sikhs, but of all of us, as such, the paper considers how the surveillance of Sikhs can be seen to reveal wider conceptual concerns around the regulation of visible racial bodies and their position within Western liberal democracies.

Methods

The effects increased securitization in the war on terror poses major consequences for racialized communities in both escalating the moral panic around ‘dangerous’ brown bodies, and redefining the boundaries of those who fall under the vague category of ‘terror suspect.’ This paper is thus concerned with the discursive practices which stitch together a conceptual narrative around Sikh experiences of surveillance and their relationship with state racism and everyday racism. 

The empirical data discussed is based on a series of semi-structured interviews with 30 Sikh respondents. 15 interviews were carried out in Southern California, US, (Jan 2014 to April 2014) and 15 interviews were carried out in Victoria, Canada, (Sept 2014 to Nov 2014). Respondents were both male and female, aged between 18- 40+, and included a mix of Sikh activists, academics, young professionals, students, interfaith workers, and community representatives. Through an intimate discussion with the interview material, the paper maps out the ways in which the disciplining of Sikhs works to reinforce Orientalist representations around otherness and re-inscribe racial hierarchies. The interviews can thus been seen as sites of discursive enunciation, through which particular representations of Sikh experiences are circulated.​[7]​ It is not so much that each individual has a unique, direct experience to relay, but rather, the discourse represented by the Sikh respondents demonstrates the inter-textual and intersectional nature of the wider conceptual discourse around the operation of vernacular and biopolitical racism in the war on terror. 

Racializing and Orientalising Sikh bodies

The category of race has been central to the formation of the modern nation state; such a position has been elaborated by David Theo Goldberg (2002) in The Racial State whereby the disciplining of racialized populations can be seen to constitute the very fabric of Western liberal democracies in the wake of modernity (Goldberg 2002: 4).​[8]​ For Goldberg race defines the structure of the state and is central to its ordering and organization of populations (ibid). The state as racial is rooted in deep seated colonial histories and enlightenment inspired logics which gave birth to the science of racial classification as a legitimate tool to exclude, oppress, and subjugate, ‘threatening others.’ In this sense, the racial state is defined by Goldberg as, “the racial characterization of the apparatus, the projects, the institutions for managing this threat, for keeping it out or ultimately containing it” (ibid: 34). Race as such is a key feature of the modern nation state, and as unfashionable as it has become in more recent times for states to overtly subscribe to the division of races following the abolition of slavery, the horrors of the holocaust, the collapse of European empires, and the end of apartheid, the idea of race has not subsided, rather it still remains prominent in defining contemporary Western democracies,​[9]​ particularly illustrated by the logics of the war on terror which appear to rest upon an entirely racial condition. 

In their account on racialization, Nasar Meer and Tariq Modood (2010) suggest that although the formation of racism in modern Europe was predicated on biological logics, it is important to note that the racialization of particular groups is not exclusive to biological markers, rather racialization signifies the articulation of, ‘a radical ‘otherness,’’ whereby particular individuals and groups are judged and perceived along the lines of physical appearance as well as origin and heritage (Meer and Modood 2010: 77). As such religious, cultural, and phenotypical identifications overlap in the marking out or racialization of others (Meer and Modood 2010: 77, Sayyid 2010: 13). Jaideep Singh (2013) elaborates further the notion of the racialization of religious identities, a process accelerated by the war on terror:

“While physical appearance normally correlates to race in the USA, in many cases, the visible markers which distinguished the victims of post-9/11 hate crimes were not solely or even primarily racial, but actually religious signifiers, such as the turban or hijab. In this context, these religious symbols became racialized indicators in the eyes of the vigilante racists who carried out these barbaric assaults” (Singh 2013: 123). 

This process of ‘racing religion’ (Bayoumi 2006: 26) or racialization (understood as the conceptual intertwining of phenotypical, religious, and cultural identifications) is of particular interest for this paper. In the racialization of Sikhs it is possible to identify three distinct subject positions as a means to understand their contemporary configuration, these include: ‘martial races,’ ‘model minorities,’ and ‘crypto-Muslims.’ The British experience of Sikhs as an independent organized community relates to the series of wars (1845-1856 and 1848-1849) fought between the East India Company and the Sikh Kingdom. The replacement of East India Company rule following the events of 1857-1859 by the British Crown meant that Sikhs came to be articulated as part of the ‘martial races.’ 

The discourse of martial races referred to groups that the British considered to be less politically conscious and thus easier to integrate into the empire repressive state apparatus. The shift from East India Company rule meant that India became more closely integrated into Britain’s geopolitics of empire. As the British army reallocated its focus from domestic issues of the Raj to the protection from external threats, officials put more energy into maximizing the strength of its army. This meant that recruitment became centred upon a few chosen groups who were seen to be more capable for fighting outside enemies. This recruitment strategy soon became embedded in ‘martial race theory’ (Yong 2005: 69, Sian 2013)

‘Martial race theory’ was based on the belief by many British soldiers in the 19th century that particular ‘races’ in India, including Sikhs, Punjabis, Pathans, and Gurkhas, were innately more superior fighters compared to other groups (ibid). 
Sikhs as such were depicted as a ‘warrior’ collective with military efficiency and ‘European like’ organization (Yong 2005: 61, Sian 2013). As ‘martial race theory’ became established, recruitment into the colonial army was guided by manuals, textbooks, and anthropological studies, based upon imperialistic, racial, and Orientalist stereotypes, whereby particular groups were marked out as possessing inherent qualities such as courage, masculinity, loyalty, and bravery, making them more likely to be chosen to enter the army (Sian 2013). Sikhs were celebrated by the British as exemplary soldiers whose ‘martial’ characteristics were both cultivated and regulated by the logics of empire.

The seemingly British trope of the ‘martial race’ classification for understanding the racialization of Sikhs more generally throughout the diaspora is of relevance for two main reasons. Firstly the majority of Sikh populations were under British rule including Canada, thus they were not immune to this discourse, and secondly the idea of ‘martial races’ has been internalized across large sections of the Sikh community (beyond the UK) not only ideologically, but also as part of employment practices and land owning structures, thus ‘martial race theory’ can be seen as being tied into Sikhness itself. This is not to deny the different trajectories and histories of Sikh settlement in Canada and the US in which resistance to the logic of empire was often more pronounced, for example, through the politics of the Ghadr movement, a collective founded among Sikh immigrants principally in North America at the turn of the twentieth century. The Ghadr revolutionaries and their supporters included many Sikh ex-soldiers and ex-police officials who were in the forefront of resistance to racism, British colonialism, imperial rule, and struggles over land and agriculture.​[10]​ Such an articulation of anti-colonial politics represented a major shift in the changing dynamics of Sikhs and their relationship with the British Raj towards whom many bore an unquestioned loyalty (Sian 2014). 

The Komagata Maru incident of 1914 is also worth noting here, which traces a complex history of Sikh migration to British Columbia steeped in systemic racism. The Komagata Maru incident involved a Sikh man who chartered a Japanese steamship to travel from Hong Kong to British Columbia, via Shanghai, China and Japan as a way to confront Canada’s law that forbade the immigration of individuals who did not come from their country of birth or citizenship by a continuous journey (Dhamoon 2013: 20-21, Mongia 1999: 527-66). As Rita Dhamoon (2013) argues, “in practice, as the Canadian government was well aware, this continuous journey clause applied only to ships that began their journeys from India since all ships had to make a stopover for fuel and supplies” (ibid). Out of the total 376 passengers aboard the Komagata Maru (mostly Sikhs as well as some Hindus and Muslims) 356 were stopped from entering Canada. This example is indicative of racial exclusion and the fortress mentality of Western nation states, which as this paper goes onto argue, has become more robust in the war on terror. 

Despite resistance and defiance, the logics of empire still appear to carry weight in the North American Sikh diaspora. For example Sikhs have successfully campaigned around joining the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP), and in the passed few years they have rallied to serve in the US army, despite the fact that they were banned, until recently, due to regulations around keeping their beards. In January (2014) the US military ‘relaxed’ their dress code to allow for religious attire including beards, turbans, and skullcaps (Sian 2014). The willingness of Sikhs to serve in both Canada and the US demonstrates that the overrepresentation of Sikhs in British imperial networks of the security apparatus is not exclusive to Britain and resonates throughout the diaspora (ibid).

With the demise of the empire, although the discourse of ‘martial races’ lost its official centrality for Sikh subject formation,​[11]​ the postcolonial immigration from India, which gathered pace in the 1960s, bought forth another configuration of diasporic Sikh subjectivity. Sikhs began to be referred to either directly in the elite literature, or in vernacular popular representations, as constituting a ‘model-minority’.​[12]​ The ‘model-minority’ framing broadly refers to ethnically marked populations deemed to be upwardly mobile, law abiding, and integrated into the host society’s culture and values, however such an essentialist framing remains locked within the logics of Orientalism, in which racial populations are constructed as subordinate and fundamentally lacking political agency (Puar and Rai 2004: 77). Jasbir Puar (2008) demonstrates the way in which the internalization of the ‘model minority’ status of Sikhs intensified across the diaspora post-9/11, with a string of jingoistic gestures - such as candlelight vigils, and Gurdwara’s displaying the US flag - signaling their allegiance with the nation as the distinction between Sikh and Muslim increasingly blurred (Puar 2008: 48).​[13]​

The aftermath of 9/11 thus witnessed the playing out of a complex tension between these essentialist and Orientalist accounts, which often compete in representations of, and responses to, Sikhs as ‘model minorities’ or ‘loyal subjects’​[14]​ vs. Sikhs as a ‘threat.’ The interplay between these subject positions defines much of contemporary Sikh politics (Sian 2013). The figure of the Sikh is not only the condensation of these Orientalist imaginings, but also the visibility of the Sikh male body in particular, and its ethnic phenotypical marking, has more recently introduced a particular strain in the context of the war on terror. This brings us to the most current form of the racialization of Sikhs; the ‘crypto Muslim.’ 

9/11 prompted a surge of Islamophobia that continues to persist across the contemporary Western landscape; its persistence is documented widely (Razack 2014: 1-27, Rana 2011: 134-175, Vakil 2010: 271-279, Sayyid 2010a: 5-19, Tyrer 2013: 21-40, Allen 2010: 83-187, Kundnani 2014: 230-263). The preoccupation around Muslim bodies has seen the all too familiar demonization, exoticization, and problematization of Muslim subjectivity in both political and public discourses, as such, the iconic representations of Muslims as either terrorists or as subjects to be liberated, have been mobilized by Western states to reinforce national narratives around which bodies belong. The on-going exclusion of Muslim bodies is explicit throughout the West, and from the ordeals of Guantanamo;​[15]​ daily experiences of verbal and physical abuse; vilification in the mass media; to workplace discrimination;​[16]​ and the implementation of racist policies under the guise of counter-terrorism,​[17]​ Muslim communities have encountered over a decade of sustained criticism in an attempt to contain, govern, and discipline their being (Sayyid 2010a: 15). 

The Muslim body can thus be seen as the central figure upon which both wider cultural and political conceptual anxieties concerning immigration, Western exceptionalism, and multiculturalism have been inscribed, and, specific fears around the other have been concretized to reinforce Orientalist logics around the ‘backwards/oppressive’ non-West, and the ‘modern/free’ West. Racialized and gendered representations of Muslims as either ‘threats’ or ‘oppressed victims’ have become fixed within the Western gaze and its articulation of otherness, and through the relentless governing of ‘dangerous’ Muslim bodies the spectacle of the war on terror has produced conditions under which the paranoia and hysteria surrounding ethnically marked populations (both Muslim and non-Muslim) has thrived. In this context a new construct has emerged to group together, “Muslim-looking people” (Amin 2010: 10), or as Singh describes it, the ‘Apparently Muslim’ classification (Singh 2013: 122- 123). Within such an amalgamation based upon an explicit othering, the vernacular and the biopolitical become interweaved as racially and religiously marked bodies experience the close monitoring and disciplining of their everyday lives by oppressive racist state structures and institutions. 
 
Sikhs perhaps represent one of the most prominent examples of, ‘Muslim looking’ people, the ‘Apparently Muslim’, or the ‘crypto-Muslim,’ this is demonstrated most clearly by the phenomenon of ‘mistaken identity’ in which mainly turbaned Sikhs have been ‘mistaken’ for being Muslim (and through a reductive extension ‘terrorist’) by Islamophobes throughout the West.​[18]​ This has led not only to an increased number of racist hate crimes waged by members of the white population in so-called revenge attacks, but also at a state level Sikhs have experienced disproportionate levels of racial profiling in the monitoring and regulation of ‘suspicious’ brown bodies. Demonstrating the way in which the racialization of others has become entrenched in biopolitical logics post-9/11, the next section will explore the interconnected processes of the racialization and regulation of Sikh bodies with a focus on the experiences of flying-while-Sikh/brown.

Sikhs and Surveillance in the War on Terror

The racialization of Sikhs through surveillance post-9/11 has been observed in many works critically analysing the dynamics of both mundane and exceptional forms of what Couze Venn (2000) describes as ‘imperial governmentality’ or what Barnor Hesse and S. Sayyid (2006) refer to as ‘racialized governmentality’, that is, the bureaucratic apparatus for managing ‘immigrants’ from the former colonies (Hesse and Sayyid 2006: 21; Venn 2000).​[19]​ The historical transformations of state security from 9/11 to our contemporary moment are worth exploring as a way of understanding the context in which the racial profiling of Sikhs occurs. In this setting we are able to see the various processes by which the classification of ‘Muslim’ has been extended by the state to both capture and police racially marked groups more broadly (Rana 2011: 26). 

The security structure has evolved and transformed across North America; the formation of the Department for Homeland Security following 9/11 radically altered the US security apparatus, and was one of the most far-reaching changes ever implemented by the US administration. Not only was a new cabinet rank department established, but it was also a unit that began to play a major role in coordinating security concerns of other US agencies. This meant exceptional measures were introduced to gather intelligence on citizens such as the monitoring of telephone patterns without consent, the investigating of internet browsing histories, and warrantless wiretapping (Lustick 2006: 32, Guzik 2009: 3, Amoore 2009: 18). Surveillance of this kind has leaked into everyday life-worlds and continues to condition the contemporary experience of security. The mapping of the ‘electronic footprint’ for example, has meant that banal practices including daily transactions have now come to hold symbolic weight in the new post-9/11 security framework (Amoore and Goede 2008: 182). 

Another key shift, which is of particular relevance for this paper, is the tightening of airport security. Following 9/11, the US government consigned thousands of travelers to the No Fly List as part of its national security campaign. Watchlists have developed at a rapid pace, and as Justin Florence (2006) points out, on September 11, 2001, the No Fly List featured a mere sixteen names, however, since then according to leaked information and various reports, the number has increased dramatically to an estimated 325,000 names (Florence: 2153). This escalation has disproportionately affected racially marked communities through a prejudicial profiling policy whereby those of South Asian or Middle Eastern belonging have become increasingly framed as potential ‘suspects’ thus coming up against unequal levels of surveillance both on transport and at borders (Finn 2011: 414).  

On September 11 2002, the Bush administration initiated the controversial National Security Entry-Exit Registration System (NSEERS) as part of its war on terror security campaign. The programme received criticism, particularly from the Muslim community, for its discriminatory and direct practices of unregulated racial profiling by airport screeners, it has since been shifted into more ‘regularized’ data surveillance practices under the US-VISIT programme, which involves the collection of biometric information on all non-visa-holding visitors, rather than the previous system which was focused exclusively upon Muslim male visitors (Bayoumi 2006: 271). Despite the perceived improvement, airport security/surveillance methods continue to target racially marked bodies, producing what Bayoumi describes as, “a kind of racial anxiety among Muslims, non-Muslims from Muslim countries, and those who are perceived to be Muslim” (ibid: 288). 

In this context Sikhs have increasingly been ‘perceived to be Muslim’ and as Inderpal Grewal (2003) has pointed out, in the aftermath of 9/11 a new form of racism emerged in which Sikh men, particularly those with turbans and beards, were quickly categorized as ‘looking Muslim’ (Grewal 2003: 548-9). For Muneer Ahmad (2002) the states’ racial profiling of “Muslim-looking” bodies along with vernacular violence feeds into the racial history of the US, which has since its formation, established systems to regulate and restrict the movement of racial populations (Ahmad 2002: 101). The regulatory power of the state thus appears to be contingent upon racial classifications, for example ‘flying while brown’ and ‘walking while Muslim’ in the context of the war on terror demonstrates not only the illegitimate targeting of particular racial groups, but also the replaying of an entrenched racial past (and present) of racial profiling of African American and Latino bodies as exemplified in the ‘driving while black’ phenomenon (Chon and Artz 2005: 215-254). 

In April 2012 the US Sikh Coalition launched a mobile app called FlyRights enabling travellers to lodge complaints directly to the government if they felt that they had experienced discrimination from airport screeners. The app came as the result of years of Sikh travellers complaining about discriminatory treatment from the transport security administration (TSA) including pat downs at checkpoints across American airports. The Sikh Coalition reported that at some airports, Sikh travellers have been subjected to secondary screening 100% of the time. The app was released to bridge the mismatch between those affected by discrimination and official government action. The numerous complaints reported through the app demonstrated that the TSA has been in denial about discriminatory screening at American airports,​[20]​ one of those targeted in a security check expressed the following:

“He passed me off to another agent who wanded my turban and then had me do a self pat down and test. While this was happening at least 4 people with sweatshirts sailed pass in my line and the adjacent two” (http://www.fly-rights.org/infographic_2013.pdf (​http:​/​​/​www.fly-rights.org​/​infographic_2013.pdf​))

The visible Sikh turbaned male body has been particularly targeted as problematic, incidents at airport security are especially telling. From my interview data respondents spoke of constant harassment and discrimination from security officers when entering or leaving the States. The following respondent recalls a similar experience of having his turban patted down: 

“I could see in some respects why cops were apprehending anyone ‘looking suspicious,’ but they could easily use that protocol to take someone out, so they had that ‘right’ to do what they did to us. It’s just like nowadays Sikhs are just used to it, getting stopped in airports, hands being swabbed, pat downs, I mean once a guy at an airport patted down the material on my turban and said he was looking for gun powder” (Interview 6).

The act of this particular security officer patting down the material on the respondents turban in a search for gunpowder is indicative of vernacular racism and its entanglement within wider forms of biopolitical governmentality, in which the marking and disciplining of visible racialized bodies is both explicit and systemized. The lack of sensitivity shown from the officer resulted with the humiliation of the respondent whose religious attire was signified as posing a threat; moreover, the physicality of the gesture is exemplary of the regulation of otherness. This ties in closely with Sara Ahmed’s (2006) work around the politics of emotion. We see how the Sikh body in this context is designated outside the nation; that which does not belong, marked by his ‘looking suspicious.’ As such, we are alerted to the way in which the respondents’ body comes to signify a site of difference and social stress, an object to be closely examined and inspected under the security state (Ahmed 2006: 139-142).

Another respondent from Canada recalls the difficulties of crossing the border and airport security issues in the aftermath of 9/11, again Ahmed’s work is particularly significant for understanding the affective experiences of profiling. The account to follow reflects the intricate processes in which emotions travel between bodies to forge boundaries separating the ‘we ares’ from the ‘we are nots’ (Ahmed 2004: 117, 132): 

“Definitely after 9/11 border crossing from Canada to the US became a huge problem, although to be fair that’s always been an issue. So I remember me and my family were stopped at the border and we had our car ripped up… Maybe it was the case that post-9/11 it just became a lot more intense. For those wearing the turban from what I’ve heard it was very difficult for them in airport security. I remember being in Vancouver airport and security came over and they started to talk to all of us on the trip and you saw the way in which they targeted any brown person- it was really weird. I was here when 9/11 happened and there was this general feeling that people were looking, I certainly felt a sense of discomfort” (Interview 18)

We are presented here with the physicality of stopping others at work, depicted through the act of the respondents’ car being ripped up at the border. This example is particularly illustrative of what Goldberg defines as racial borders which can be seen to reinforce wider biopolitical structures, as he goes onto explain, “concerns with racial hygiene, eugenic population formation, and ‘well bred races’ underpin also the terms of the increasingly restrictive immigration laws in the United States” (Goldberg 2002: 179). The border can thus be seen as a metaphor marking the division between those bodies that belong and those that do not. The respondent also goes onto recall his experience of being targeted by airport security in Canada, and his awareness of other racialized bodies encountering the same experience. This issue came up time and time again from my interview respondents, and the sense of humiliation felt was clear as described by the next participant: 

“I’ll never forget; I was 11 when it happened, and I’ll never forget how poorly we were treated in our own country. It was horrifying, I was 11 years old and I remember I couldn’t ever go through an airport security without being pulled aside, it just kept happening every time I travelled, and finally after being afraid for a while and because this had happened to me so many times, I just started screaming about it, I didn’t care anymore, so if I got pulled aside I’d scream to them that I was an American and that people couldn’t do this to me” (Interview 23).

The anger from this response seems to be around the way in which despite his American citizenship, the respondent was still subjected to exclusionary measures and practices because of his racially marked subjectivity, in other words his Americanness was unable to surpass his visible otherness. This ties into Leti Vollp’s (2002) critique who argues that the majority of those subjected to racial profiling, through violence or being removed from airplanes, are official citizens of the US (through birth or naturalization), however they cease to be citizens on the grounds of identity, that is they do not physically represent the nation (Vollp 2002: 1592). Such targeting of racialized bodies was expressed as a commonplace experience for Sikhs who have encountered harassment from airport security as well as daily incidents of racist police violence at the ground level, this can be seen from one of my interview respondents involved in a Sikh activist organization who expressed the following: 

“We have had situations where people are constantly harassed whenever they go to the airport- I mean it’s just profiling as policy, which is a ridiculous thing because I mean it’s just theatre, it’s making the public feel safer when they really aren’t, and its coming at the expense of the dignity of a certain group of people- I mean I understand the governments need to have a propaganda machine in place that makes the public feel safe but this isn’t doing it… On a daily basis, discrimination from cops- we’ve had some horrible instances that have popped up, I mean SALDEF (Sikh American Legal Defense and Education Fund) have dealt with Sikh cab drivers who didn’t know how to speak great English, to truck drivers in the South, who have experienced, you know, violent racism from police officers” (Interview 4). 

The discriminatory practices at airports was something my respondents came to expect and something that they were used to, there was also a strong inclination that such checks were not in fact ‘random’ but rather part of the wider racial profiling policy against the backdrop of the war on terror: 

“Me and my Sikh friend who wears a turban went on a trip a few years back and we joked- which one of us is gonna get stopped at the airport? I mean it still happens and I don’t know if it is really ‘random’” (Interview 15).

Similarly: 

“I know some people who have experienced issues in airports, particularly during those times (post-9/11) and for sure it didn’t matter if you’re Sikh or Muslim, they were all going through some really amazing, weird experiences at the airports because they were all conglomerated into that whole thing of possibly being a terrorist- it’s bizarre” (Interview 21). 

We see the way in which these individuals are required to continually respond to, and negotiate, their bodies as occupying spaces of hate; an experience the above interviewee describes as ‘amazing’ ‘weird’ and ‘bizarre.’ That is Sikh bodies as increasingly signifying those ‘who could be terrorists’ or ‘who might look like Muslims,’ become objects who are stopped, monitored, and filtered through a strict security system that works to produce various forms of non-belonging (Ahmed 2004: 132). 

The next participant points out: 

“I do think it’s bad in airports for Sikhs and brown people generally post-9/11, even my 70 year old grandma gets sat down at the airport sometimes for questioning, she can’t speak English- I don’t really understand the logic of that” (Interview 2). 

Following this, another respondent also recalls an experience concerning his female cousin. The emphasis has typically been around the experiences of visible turbaned male Sikhs, who have disproportionately experienced harsher checks, however, it is important to recognize that racialized Sikh/brown women also face discriminatory profiling policies, for example: 

“I mean the targeting of Sikhs is bad at airports, so I know of many Sikhs at airports who have been stopped and questioned... So from personal experience, my cousin flew from India, she moved to Canada and lives in Vancouver now, this was like recently, and she was stopped in the States and was told you cannot enter the States, so our family had to buy her a new ticket so that she could fly through England to Canada. You know they were very much saying to her, ‘you’re not allowed here” (Interview 19). 

This connects with Rachel Finn’s work (2011) on South Asian women post-9/11. Finn found that brown women within this context increasingly come to signify ‘strangers’ separated from the (dominant white) nation. Racially marked difference thus comes to “engender a discursive suspicion” which generates more draconian methods of surveillance through the explicit exercise of whiteness (Finn 2011: 423). Overall the interview data not only points to the way in which Sikhs have been racialized under state surveillance practices in the war on terror on the ground, but also demonstrates conceptually how these practices become internalized, translated, and embodied within Sikh subjectivity. The experiences that have been captured through the data illustrate the complex and contradictory paths that Sikhs come to encounter as they find themselves increasingly positioned as objects of hate, and suspects to the state. Within these configurations we are also able to see the various ways in which Sikhs have to carefully negotiate the (im)possibility of exercising their own agency. This navigation is not purely a rational process, but one that is over-determined by affective investments and imaginings. 

Through their hyper-visiblization Sikhs are an interesting case exemplifying the nations’ anxieties around otherness, whereby aesthetics, smells, sounds and attire, are inspected, dissected, and analyzed. Security measures in the war on terror attempting to sieve out ‘dangerous’ brown bodies thus become central in allaying wider public fears around the invasion of the imagined other. It is against this backdrop that the construct of the racialized body is mobilized and reactivated, functioning as an ideological tool to reinforce the narrative around which bodies belong, as Amin describes:

“The hyperbole on who does and does not belong has created a situation in which almost every aspect of public and social life is phenotypically tagged, with bodily characteristics standing in as measures of social worth. The result is that Muslims, asylum seekers, dissidents, or the poor all get swept up into the same category as suspicious, undesirable, or ill-fitting subjects. If ever there was a time of filtering nation and belonging through a politics based on judging the qualities of the body, it is now” (Amin 2014: 102). 

Throughout this paper the Sikh case has illustrated both the practice and performance of vernacular and biopolitical racism in the war on terror. The war on terror has as such created a condition in which visible others are monitored and managed as a way to prevent the ‘polluting’ of the Western ‘body politic’ (Goldberg 2002: 178). The surge of aggressive surveillance methods as seen with the profiling and targeting of Sikh bodies not only strengthens Orientalist representations around otherness, but also reproduces and reinforces wider conceptual racial hierarchies through the disciplining, domestication, and governing of all racialized populations (Venn 2000). 

Conclusion

The literature on the racial logic of the war on terror has been mainly focused on Islamophobia and its effects on Muslims- for understandable reasons. The contribution of this paper is therefore to show how the tentacles of the war on terror have spread not just from focusing on terrorists, extremists, or Muslims, but also visible minorities more broadly. Racism thus acts as a prism by which racially marked populations are disclosed – and made actual in a sociological sense. The ambit of surveillance is not only to deter, to prevent, and to pre-warn – but also to disclose and construct visible ‘suspect’ populations. Sikhs become suspect not because of what they do or who they are, but because they are caught in the gaze of the war on terror securocrats who construct Sikhs as essentially racialized bodies. Using the example of Sikhs this paper has demonstrated the way in which Sikh identities have been constructed by the logics of the war on terror and its regime of surveillance. The war on terror does not of course exhaust Sikh identities, it does however draw upon a series of subject positions that have narrated the appearance of Sikhs in their encounter with whiteness; the war on terror thus describes just another reconfiguration and recycling of Orientalist tropes. 

The article has suggested that the processes of racialization generated by the war on terror cannot be contained only within the boundaries of Islamophobia, in that, the racialized subject is not fixed, as a consequence in the aftermath of 9/11 vernacular forms of racism have been mobilized whereby many Sikhs have been murdered simply for ‘looking like’ Muslims. It is precisely this type of vernacular racism that fuels the biopolitical racial assemblages, and by examining Sikhs and their experiences of surveillance, the paper has illustrated the way in which the Sikh body has become institutionally marked as Muslim. What this paper shows is that the idea that racism can be clearly delineated around specific and stable populations (signified by representations which have a longue durée) is not sustainable. Rather, the logic of racism continually generates subjects who are constituted through a complex conceptual interplay (or mischief) between the vernacular and the biopolitical. 

This paper has argued that the blurring between Muslims and Sikhs has little to do with the permanence of these groups, or the consistency by which these groups articulate themselves as being distinct, but more to do with the interface between the biopolitical and the vernacular in the context of Western global hegemony. In short, the Muslim, the immigrant, the refugee, the terrorist, the Sikh, and all the other ‘crypto Muslims,’ become liminal figures on the edges of society under the watchful eyes of the surveillance state.  
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